Mating systems correspond to particular ecological conditions and result from proximate interactions between individuals. We compared the mating preferences of female mice of two species: the house mouse, Mus musculus domesticus, and the mound-builder mouse, Mus spicilegus. Because of differences in their habitat, we expected to observe differences in their sexual preferences. We studied female preferences for a familiar or an unfamiliar male and the occurrence of copulation with the unfamiliar male, during two states of female sexual activity: (1) the postpartum oestrus of paired females, to evaluate the stability of their sexual partnership; and (2) the oestrus of females familiarized with a male, to study the mechanisms underlying their sexual preferences. In the polygamous house mouse, postpartum oestrous females did not show a clear preference between their familiar male and the unfamiliar one. Moreover, oestrous females, familiarized with a male (without sexual interactions), preferred an unfamiliar male and copulated with him. In contrast, postpartum oestrous females and oestrous females of M. spicilegus preferred their familiar male and rarely copulated with the unfamiliar male. This study indicates a strong pair bond in established breeding pairs in M. spicilegus and shows that this bond can be established by familiarization, which is not the case in M. m. domesticus. Our study suggests the existence of monogamous traits in M. spicilegus in contrast to the polygamous M. m. domesticus.
The characteristics of social organization and mating systems result from particular ecological conditions but also from the proximate interactions between individuals. In many rodent species these interactions are based on chemical signals (Bronson 1971; Eisenberg & Kleiman 1972; Halpin 1980; Perrigo & Bronson 1982; Brown & MacDonald 1985) , which inform the interacting partners of their species and subspecies (Christophe & Baudoin 1998), their sex and sexual states (Bronson 1976 (Bronson , 1979 , their social status (Hayashi 1990; Drickamer 1992) , their familiarity and kin relatedness (Yamazaki et al. 1976; Holmes & Sherman 1983; Shapiro et al. 1986; Hepper 1987; Egid & Brown 1989) and their individual identity (Bowers & Alexander 1967; Halpin 1980; Newman & Halpin 1988; Gheusi et al. 1997) .
Mate choice, especially in male mice, is also affected by previous social and ontogenetic experience, mainly, but not only, during the first weeks after birth (D'Udine & Alleva 1983; Aldhous 1989 (Hayashi 1990; Drickamer 1992) , and his capacity to resist parasites (Kavaliers & Colwell 1995) .
In M. m. domesticus, the commensal species of the genus Mus (Orsini et al. 1983; Bonhomme et al. 1984; Boursot et al. 1993) , males compete for females and are polygynous (Crowcroft & Rowe 1963; Reimer & Petras 1967; Lidicker 1976; Bronson 1979; Gerlach 1990) . As mating systems correspond to particular ecological conditions (Emlen & Oring 1977) , we can hypothesize that another species of mouse living under very different ecological conditions, such as the mound-builder mouse, M. spicilegus, would have a different mating system. These mice from the steppes of eastern Europe are mainly characterized by their autumnal behaviour of building tumuli (with stocks of seeds) where they overwinter without breeding (Naumov 1940; Pisareva 1948; Orsini et al. 1983; Duryadi 1993) .
